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Abstract. This paper was initially made public on the SSE Knowledge Hub for the SDGs in the form of a 

draft paper developed for UNTFSSE Call for Papers 2018 on "Implementing the Sustainable Development 

Goals: What Role for Social and Solidarity Economy?”. The research illustrates the role of the Social and 

Solidarity Economy (SSE) in narrowing territorial, economic, and social imbalances while fostering resilience, 

economic growth, and sustainable innovation. Indeed, in a territorial framework characterized by spatial 

inequalities, the market economy and the public sector might supply an inadequate level of goods and services 

in socially and/or physically remote places due to insufficient demand and higher distance costs. Within such 

a scenario, SSE institutions might have a comparative advantage with respect to other institutions in 

addressing instances and needs of peripheral territories and marginalized actors. Therefore, a potential 

"institutional gap" shows up, i.e., relative underdevelopment of SSE institutions, and a lack of clear 

acknowledgment of the SSE aims and scopes within a broader institutional picture. A major finding is that 

when solidarity and social actions can foster the implementation of the SDGs, closer cooperation with other 

private and public institutions might foster mutual institutional recognition, while the observed distortions 

should be punctually assessed and corrected through appropriate policies. Based on these premises, five 

scenarios are illustrated, and policy recommendations are drawn.  
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1. Introduction  

This article was initially published on the SSE Knowledge Hub for the SDGs in the form of a draft paper 

(Salustri, 2019) developed in response to UNTFSSE Call for Papers 2018 “Implementing the Sustainable 
Development Goals: What Role for Social and Solidarity Economy?”1. The article illustrates how SSE 

institutions often have comparative advantages with respect to other institutional forms (local and central 

public administrations, market enterprises, financial intermediaries…) in minimizing trade-offs among the 

multiple dimensions of sustainable development and in promoting integrated approaches. This is due to the 

SSE’s partially informal nature and to proximity to peoples’ ethics and territorial needs, especially when 
considering peripheral settings where spatial inequalities and distance costs (Salustri, Viganò, 2017) might 
limit or distort the activities of market and public entities. However, the effectiveness of the SSE might vary 

over time and space according to the historical background, the local territorial and social scenario, the actors 

and the institutions involved, and to the technologies adopted. As an example, while market enterprises and 

public bodies might foster the implementation of the SDGs through the involvement of SSE institutions, biased 
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1 The draft paper is available at the following URL: http://unsse.org/knowledge-hub/toward-a-structural-change/ 
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incentives might also contribute to worsen information asymmetries and generate an adverse selection. On the 

other hand, individuals and households might have incentives in fostering SSE institutions that might be 

revealed as misaligned with the common interest, generating forms of instrumentalization (Utting, 2018) of 

solidarity and mutualistic behaviors. Finally, infrequent or isolated social and solidarity initiatives are usually 

of scarce relevance when compared with the scale at which the SDGs should be implemented, therefore 

replication and scaling up of successful initiatives in other local settings are crucial to achieving effectiveness. 

However, the latter might induce some sort of isomorphism (ibidem), unintentionally raising cognitive biases 

that might decrease the proximity of SSE initiatives to the territorial and social fringes.  

Without neglecting the existence of "solidarity and social failures," this paper aims at illustrating the 

theoretical optimality of the SSE in addressing instances and needs of peripheral actors. Specifically, this 

research addresses a potential "institutional gap," i.e., relative underdevelopment of SSE institutions and lack 

of clear acknowledgment of the SSE aims and scopes within the broader institutional picture. The debate on 

sustainable development has so far had mainly a global reach, and its multilevel, multidimensional and 

pluralistic nature has been advocated since its origins2. While at the global scale and theoretical level 

policymakers have achieved a clear comprehension of what sustainable development means and what tools to 

use to achieve it, at the national scale, several successful experiences have shown that much has been done, 

but also that private initiatives and public effort should be intensified. Also, considering the importance of 

Local Agenda 21 (LA21) and other initiatives mostly related to urban and territorial sustainability, the 

theoretical picture still lacks clarity at the local scale, and only a few relevant cases can be recognized when 

compared to the global scale of implementation of the SDGs. 

While focusing on the local settings and advocating more qualitative approaches, most of the issues 

discussed in this paper come from a theoretical approach that reconsiders the SSE within a model-based 

framework of analysis with the aim of identifying the existence of an optimal space for implementing social 

and solidarity actions (Salustri and Viganò, 2017). It becomes evident that a model-based approach fostering 

sustainable development should not exclude the humanitarian, social, and political issues of democracy 

expressed within SSE institutions by implicitly focusing only on eco-efficiency and innovation. Furthermore, 

a model-based approach enables an in-depth analysis of people's motivations to participate in the SSE and the 

role that the latter might have in fostering the implementation of the SDGs within a complex institutional 

framework. Finally, theoretical tools might help to reveal the rationale lying behind the distortions in the 

effectiveness of the SSE related to episodes of isomorphism and instrumentalization (Utting, 2018), allowing 

the implementation of sound policy recommendations in support of policy action. 

Based on these premises, the issues discussed in this paper mainly focus on Goal 8 (specifically on how 

SSE institutions might contribute to achieving economic development and decent work), but they are broadly 

related to the whole implementation of the 2030 Agenda as well. As an example, the research focuses also on 

reducing inequalities within and among countries (Goal 10), on promoting peaceful and inclusive societies and 

accountable institutions at all levels (Goal 16), and on creating partnerships between governments, the private 

sector and the civil society to implement the 2030 Agenda (Goal 17). Indeed, the SDGs are deeply intertwined, 

and SSE institutions might play a crucial role in identifying and fostering new connections among the multiple 

dimensions of sustainable development by offering a fresh perspective on their interaction in local (social and 

territorial) settings. While keeping in mind this general structure, it seems that scarce attention has been paid 

to the role of the SSE in fostering a bottom-up strategy for territorial and social cohesion, economic growth 

 
2 It means that global goals should be implemented by defining integrated regional, national and local agendas involving 

a plurality of actors characterized by potentially conflicting interests (research institutions, financial intermediaries, 

market enterprises, public institutions, social networks, local communities, individuals and, of course, the natural 

environment).  
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and new job creation. Instead, this issue was analyzed more in-depth in several recent contributions (Viganò 
and Salustri, 2015; Salustri and Viganò, 2017).  

Providing this general framework, it is worth noting that recent literature has focused on the risks of 

instrumentalization associated to the SSE’s exposure to co-development processes involving market and public 

institutions and on the risks of isomorphism with private and public institutions (Bance, 2018; Utting, 2018). 

While these risks should not be ignored, the research supports the argument that it may be myopic to limit the 

cross-fertilization and the interinstitutional co-development and co-production implicitly assumed in the SSE’s 
participation to the implementation of the SDGs to avoid political and economic biases. Instead, when 

solidarity and social actions can foster the implementation of the SDGs, distortions should be punctually 

assessed and corrected through appropriate policies and openness should be promoted to gain benefits of 

mutual institutional recognition without incurring unsustainable costs of isolation.  

 

2. Research elaboration 

This paper illustrates the main results of research investigating the role of SSE institutions in activating a 

process of transformative change toward sustainable development. The research heavily relies on previous 

analyses on the effects of the Great Recession initiated in 2008 and of the subsequent European sovereign debt 

crisis. While initial researches (Salustri, 2014, 2016) tried to identify the deep social and territorial effects of 

the crisis and to recognize a space for action in marginalized contexts mostly focusing on resilience, a 

subsequent stream of papers (Salustri and Miotti, 2015; Salustri and Viganò, 2017, 2018, 2019) illustrated and 

discussed the role of SSE institutions in narrowing social and territorial imbalances. Finally, recent analyses 

contribute to discover new connections between SSE institutions and the implementation of the 2030 Agenda 

(Salustri, 2018, 2019; Salustri, Miotti and Miotti, 2018), and this research mostly focuses on this issue. 

The documentation process (results of which are widely discussed in the literature overview), merges: i) 

academic and institutional literature already surveyed in previous researches on non-profit institutions and 

social and territorial imbalances; ii) CIRIEC’s reports on the consistency of the European SSE and researches 

on the involvement of the SSE in co-production processes with the public sector, and a recent literature on the 

involvement of SSE institutions in (local) sustainable development published in the UNTFSSE Knowledge 

hub. A specific goal of this research is to elaborate a framework of analysis encompassing most of the issues 

discussed within the three main streams of the literature surveyed. 

Due to the specific (and limited) scope of this research, in the scenario analysis a narrative style is adopted, 

but several topics discussed have been investigated more rigorously in previous theoretical analyses (some of 

them unpublished, but illustrated in Scientific Conferences) based on standard microeconomic and sociological 

and political approaches3. Finally, the topics discussed in the regional case study illustrated for Italy, i.e., the 

analysis of the role of the SSE in the Lazio Region, are discussed more in detail in other analyses conducted 

by the author (consider, as an example, Salustri, 2016, 2019) and most of them are coherent with the view 

expressed in the Forum Salviamo il Paesaggio per Comune di Roma, Provincia di Roma, Regione Lazio 

Manifesto4. 

 

 

 
3. As an example, three pieces of research (Salustri, 2017, 2019 and forthcoming) provide an analysis of the EU-MENA region, while 

the Italian social and territorial imbalances are illustrated in Salustri and Miotti (2015) and Salustri, Miotti and Miotti (2018). 
4 http://www.salviamoilpaesaggio.roma.it/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/MANIFESTO_FORUM_SiP_ROMA_E_PROVINCIA_15-

1-2013.pdf 
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3. Literature overview   

An exhaustive overview of the academic and institutional milestones goes beyond the scope of this 

research. Instead, it is worth noting that in Europe, the frontier of sustainability is still placed at the country 

level. Besides the upcoming revision of the Europe 2020 Strategy, the 2030 Agenda is going to be implemented 

through the adoption of national strategies, as without the latter, it seems unfeasible to achieve improvements 

with respect to the baseline scenario observed in 2015 (Salustri, 2018). However, several countries have 

adopted their national sustainable development strategies (NSDS) only recently, and in some cases (Italy is 

among them), the latter has been almost ignored by politicians (ASVIS, 2018). 

As several European countries are still far from being on a sustainable development path, the UN 2030 

Agenda implies some sort of structural change involving technologies, markets, territories, networks, 

resources, and people. The issue has been discussed in several recent contributions (i.e., Giovannini 2018 and 

Raworth, 2017), but it is important to emphasize here that such a wide institutional framework necessarily 

implies a coexistence of multiple stakeholders and value holders and, therefore, requires complex and 

heterogeneous coordination mechanisms to work properly. Specifically, the wide array of principles, values, 

and interests involved also raise some concerns about the most appropriate coordination mechanisms and the 

optimal mix of good governance, multi-stakeholder global partnerships, and democratic and participative 

approaches developed in local settings. The heterogeneity of the actors involved is also reflected in the plurality 

of principles that should inspire the implementation of the SDGs. Actually, the latter should be placed at the 

foundation of a strategy aimed at improving the sustainability of global, national and regional systems while 

increasing societal and people's wellbeing and should activate some sort of "transformative resilience" 

(Giovannini, 2018) fostered by a “just transition” (ILO, 2015, UNFCCC, 2016; JTC, 2017) and an “eco-

efficient innovation” (OECD, 1998).  
Therefore, the achievement of the SDGs implies a mix of resilience and innovation as necessary but not 

sufficient conditions to move toward a sustainable path of development. In fact, in the absence of the former, 

innovation might backfire, causing new inequalities and conflicts in the short run and leading the economic 

systems on unsustainable and path-dependent trajectories in the long run. On the other hand, in the absence of 

innovation, resilience might fuel an unfair exchange between short-run achievements and long-run 

development, alimenting vicious circles and creating new fragilities (Salustri, Miotti and Miotti, 2018). Social 

progress lies between the two issues discussed, i.e., the institutional and individual capability of fostering a 

just transition and an equitable and decent level of wellbeing. 

Notwithstanding such "in-between" role of justice and societal issues, the research advocates a mixed 

approach to the implementation of the SDGs in which a different level of priority might be assigned to 

resilience, justice, and innovation depending on the external context, the human and institutional actors 

involved, and the access to the global (spatial) patterns of technological progress. Based on these premises, the 

new and old linkages between sustainable development – that given the current scenario raises the need to 

innovate – and the SSE – habitually involved in resilient activities – might fuel synergic and integrated 

approaches aimed at connecting the global narratives of the challenges that the mankind will face in the 

medium and long run and the identification of those values and social norms able to foster and increase people’s 
participation and agency at a local level, facilitating a just transition toward sustainable development (Salustri, 

2018).   

In fact, as illustrated in Salustri and Viganò (2017), in a territorial framework characterized by structural 
territorial and social inequalities, the market economy and the public sector might supply an inadequate level 

of goods and services in socially and physically remote places due to insufficient local demand and higher 

distance costs. Indeed, on the supply side, progressively higher distance costs might increase total costs, 

reducing the efficiency of firms' supply, while on the demand side, a lower per capita (disposable) income and 
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a lower population density might reduce the amount of revenues that firms can earn. As a result, market 

activities might leave numerous (and often basic) needs unsatisfied due to insufficient profit margins. Also, 

the public sector, in the process of implementing welfare policies, might incur specific distance costs of a 

territorial or social nature, and therefore might achieve sub-optimal results when serving peripheral territories 

or marginalized social groups. Finally, marginalized actors might have reduced access to the labor market due 

to higher social and physical distance costs.  

Within this context, non-profit organizations can foster local, sustainable development rebalancing, or at 

least narrowing economic and social inequalities. In fact, in peripheral territories, and for marginalized social 

groups, the opportunity costs of solidarity and social actions are reduced because, due to distance costs, their 

access to market products and public services is reduced, while the goals that they can achieve are of higher 

(real) value, as several (often primary) needs and aspirations are neither fulfilled by the state nor by the market 

(Salustri and Viganò, 2017, 2018). However, in places where non-profit and social concerns inspire actions on 

the margins of a market economy supported by the public sector, territorial dualism might emerge between a 

core linked to global patterns of development and marginalized territorial and social peripheries. The rise of 

territorial and social dualisms and the need to foster equitable and sustainable development emphasize the 

mission of not-for-profit institutions (i.e., all those SSE institutions that can make profit while having a mission 

of different nature: cooperatives and social enterprises are good examples), as the latter exert a productive and 

distributive function that at the same time can facilitate market access for local initiatives, improve workers’ 
employability and raise the factor productivity of market activities (ibidem).  

Besides its human and social purposes, the SSE is also crucial in the provision of public services of general 

interest and in triggering commoning practices in local settings, as well as in nonmarket production of goods 

and services of recreational value. Furthermore, due to their capability of increasing landscape quality and 

people's quality of life, as a positive by-product, SSE institutions might also increase the touristic attractiveness 

of territories, enabling touristic operators to achieve higher revenues and to explore new business opportunities. 

Two recent contributions (Salustri, 2018; Cocco, Nardo and Salustri, 2018) discuss more exhaustively the 

relation between tourism, welfare policies, and the role of SSE institutions in raising human development and 

wellbeing. Here, it's worth noting that in local settings, the SSE might contribute to identifying the untapped 

territorial and social capital and might develop bottom-up initiatives to exploit its value. Finally, from being 

initially a final goal, touristic development might become an intermediate step needed to attract and accumulate 

resources in local settings that could be used to foster local, sustainable development by investing in more 

strategic public and private businesses. 

However, as widely documented in the recent literature on the connections among the SSE, the public 

sector, the market, and the international institutions involved in the implementation of the UN 2030 Agenda, 

several “social and solidarity failures” could emerge in adopting an open and collaborative perspective (Utting, 

2018). Specifically, a higher degree of openness to collaborative processes involving other institutional actors 

might raise the risk of contrasting a transformative change by the involvement in incremental changes pursued 

by instrumentalizing the role of SSE institutions and by fostering their isomorphism to other institutional forms 

(ibidem). In assessing the risk of instrumentalization, Utting highlights the importance of contextualization 

within the existing "policy regimes and development strategies" and refers to the "three ideal-type development 

pathways," i.e., market liberalism, embedded liberalism, and alter-globalization (ibidem, p.7). Of course, in all 

three scenarios, various sources of instrumentalization can be identified, and some considerations of economic 

nature are added here to those presented by the author. 

In case of a market-liberal pathway, while devaluing the “associative and collective dimension of the 
SSE” (ibidem, p.7), the added value of SSE institutions could be at least partially exploited by the market and 

the state by way of requiring increased input productivity (usually, labor productivity) coeteris paribus the 
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level of input costs (usually wages), keeping a large share of population far below a decent level of wellbeing. 

In the second scenario, however, notwithstanding the achievement of a decent level of wellbeing, SSE 

institutions might be instrumentalized to transfer the risks (and the associated costs) from market or state 

initiatives to society through crowding-out effects (i.e., by raising efforts of SSE institutions in achieving goals 

of private or public nature while arbitrarily reducing the engagement of market and public institutions), so that 

the instrumentalization might rather consist in an unfair redistribution of the opportunities of achieving 

wellbeing, development, and economic growth (see also Viganò and Salustri, 2015). Finally, in the third 
scenario, while fostering some sort of structural change, in the absence of know-how to achieve a just transition 

toward sustainability, counterintuitive results could prevail despite egalitarian concerns.  

When assessing the risk of isomorphism, on the other hand, the optimal dimension of SSE activities makes 

for a challenging issue. In a recent contribution (Salustri, Viganò, 2018), it was illustrated how SSE institutions 
were credibly committed to their nature and mission when they operated in-between pure humanitarian 

activities and market initiatives. By agreeing on this principle, at first glance, it seems difficult to consider 

optimal the large size of many SSE institutions, as they are exposed to a higher risk of losing their social and 

territorial connections that generally are place and group-specific. However, not all groups and places have the 

same dimension; therefore, the optimal size of SSE institutions might vary according to the degree of the 

universalism of their mission. Indeed, the performances of SSE institutions mostly depend on people's 

sentiments and territorial dynamics, as, at least in their philanthropic and redistributive concerns, they 

implicitly assume some degree of eudaimonia inspiring people's actions in social and political life (Easterlin, 

1974; Becchetti, Bruni and Zamagni, 2015). However, other feelings (greed, envy, jealously to quote only a 

subset of them whose consequences have been analyzed using economic tools) might prevail, introducing 

biased motivations in social and humanitarian action and generating isomorphism with other market and public 

institutional forms.  

In brief, the risk of instrumentalization or isomorphism is inherent in every institutional form and every 

form of institutional cooperation. Therefore, this research suggests focusing on intrinsic motivations that might 

justify the implementation of a strategy based on the empowerment of SSE institutions, rather than on assessing 

the effectiveness of interinstitutional cooperation. In fact, having recognized the existence of peculiar 

motivations for social and humanitarian actions, instrumentalization and isomorphism can be easily detected 

ex-post or ex-ante in all those cases where such motivations are absent or diluted. It is worth noting that the 

assessment should consider the SSE's effectiveness in fostering intergenerational and intragenerational equity 

while controlling for all those factors that might obstacle the SSE's action. Therefore, having a negligible role 

in economic development but endeavoring to increase its relevance sometimes might be considered as a 

positive outcome, i.e., a way of advocating the future achievement of a just, or at least fair, part in the process 

of co-development and co-construction of an equitable and sustainable society.   

Furthermore, in all those cases in which solidarity and social failures might have been detected, the 

evaluation should account for the following counterfactual scenarios. First, SSE institutions might have 

improved people's resilience to change, including the transformational change advocated by the UN 2030 

Agenda. Second, the SSE might have achieved its socioeconomic program at least within its institutional space, 

and in this case, the widespread diffusion of SSE institutions, even in cases of external instrumentalization, 

might improve its effectiveness. Third, SSE institutions might have developed some (not necessarily technical) 

know-how in specific fields of activity, improving people's capabilities through learning-by-doing processes 

and therefore contributing to their employability via increased productivity. Fourth, SSE institutions might 

have alleviated the costs of public administrations involved in the same (or in another) sector of activity, raising 

the sustainability of public finances for a given level of welfare and citizens' wellbeing. Fifth, SSE institutions 

might have achieved some degree of bargaining power that might be used to advocate a more sustainable and 
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socially responsible model of business. Finally, well-developed SSE institutions might have achieved in a 

democratic and legal way a political relevance that might be used to foster a just transition toward sustainability 

using a bottom-up approach. 

Lastly, it is worth mentioning that considering the SSE as a means of implementation of the SDGs has 

something in common but is not the same as enabling the SSE through public policy and market access. Indeed, 

the former is about fostering widespread diffusion of institutions that by their nature are closer to people’s 
ethics and needs as they usually originate from initiatives of individuals interested in pursuing goals of 

humanitarian or environmental nature that are currently neither satisfied by the market nor by public 

institutions. Public policies and improved market access might foster this process but should not dilute people's 

intrinsic motivation with disproportionate or inappropriate regulatory and monetary incentives. Saying it 

differently, incentives might be used to scale up successful initiatives but should not constitute themselves as 

a reason for SSE institutions to exist. In fact, the rationale for solidarity and social action should be found in 

the incentives provided by social and territorial fringes to a voluntary and collective action aimed at satisfying 

basic needs, increasing wellbeing and agency, creating new jobs, and advocating a transformative change 

toward sustainable development. 

 

4. SSE institutions and structural distances  

Based on these premises, the research focuses on the analysis of five scenarios that might fit well into a 

socially progressive “embedded liberal” policy framework (Utting, 2018) characterized by distance costs 
generated by territorial and societal issues (Salustri, Viganò, 2017, 2018). The exercise tries to identify a set 

of conditions under which, in a mild political scenario, the concept of sustainable development might 

consolidate its universalism despite the critiques of  mainstreaming and fostering an “unjust transition”, i.e. an 
equal distribution of burdens toward sustainability compared to the high concentration of political and 

economic power observed in the current global scenario and to the rise of distance costs of social and territorial 

nature with asymmetric impacts on territories and social groups.  

  

4.1. The SSE in the Mediterranean Region   

Wealth and income inequalities have grown in the Mediterranean region over the last four decades, 

increasing the number of poor and pushing development toward unsustainable patterns. The forced and 

economic migrations from North Africa and West Asia toward the EU are still far from the notion of 

sustainable mobility advocated in target 10.7 of the 2030 Agenda. Specifically, migration choices often depend 

on ongoing conflicts, human rights violations, extreme poverty, and negative effects of climate change on 

agricultural productivity. Moreover, migration flows are often vehiculated by illegal and criminal 

organizations that achieve consistent profits by trafficking migrants and by offering them support to pass the 

borders illegally (Reitano, Adal, Shaw, 2014; Reitano, 2015; Horwood and Reitano, 2016; Shaw, Reitano, 

2014).   

At the economic level, the austerity measures implemented to cope with the sovereign debt crises that 

afflicted several Mediterranean countries less than a decade ago are still binding, and in the absence of revived 

solidarity among people both in local settings and at the national and international level, they will continue to 

exacerbate the economic and social inequalities in the region, reducing employability and workers’ rights, 
raising both inequality and poverty rates, and widening the existing social and territorial divides.   

In this scenario, solidarity plays a role that, at the same time, could be over and underestimated. Indeed, 

solidarity is overvalued when humanitarian action and charity are thought of as the only means for fostering 
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human development and recreating preconditions that might enable the achievement of the SDGs in the region. 

On the other hand, solidarity is underestimated when national governments (sometimes, also grassroots 

movements) claim that they might achieve agency by themselves, without negotiating with the elites and 

without empowering those who have the resources (time, money, skills…) to help those in need without 
immediate returns. Lying on these premises, the role of the SSE institutions in the Mediterranean region is of 

the utmost importance, as they might identify and support new ethic frameworks for providing concrete support 

to those in need, fostering a just transition at the social, economic and political level, and improving eco-

efficiency by narrowing the gap among the first movers and the left behind. Philanthropic and humanitarian 

initiatives might provide a base upon which to develop a market-oriented sector of the SSE.  

  

4.2. The SSE in the European Union   

Due to the scarce economic performances of many European countries and regions in the last decade, the 

shadow economy has increased in size, providing undeclared work partially as a substitute, partially as a 

complement of decent work (Williams and Horodnic, 2017; Horodnic and Williams, 2018). Therefore, many 

European workers have augmented their exposure to the risk of being exploited through various sources of 

illegal and informal work, especially in urban peripheries and in peripheral countries and regions, and that 

caused more poverty and new social and territorial needs.   

Secondly, in most Southern and Eastern European countries, innovation has revealed insufficient both in 

qualitative and quantitative terms and the risk of "secular stagnation" is now affecting most of the economies 

in the area. Moreover, proximity innovation is creating wide productivity gaps within and between regions, 

and the mix of low and widely differentiated returns push in the short run for conservative rather than for 

progressive policies. 

Given these premises, the role of SSE institutions as a “pole of social utility” is vital in “matching services 
to needs, increasing the value of economic activities serving social needs, fairer income and wealth 

distribution, correcting labor market imbalances and, in short, deepening and strengthening economic 

democracy” (CIRIEC, 2007, p. 7).   
The structural nature of the sluggish growth and reduced space for public action in the European Union 

might narrow the intersection between the philanthropic and social approach to the SSE, creating new 

convergences on mutually recognized instances of economic and political relevance (i.e., activating sources of 

local and regional development, fostering decent work, especially in peripheral geographical areas and with 

respect to disadvantaged social groups). Finally, the empowerment of the SSE might turn sustainable 

development into a self-reinforcing (circular) process, fostering its universalism at least within the Union.  

  

4.3. The SSE in Southern Europe   

The accelerated process of economic, political, social, and cultural change initiated after the Second 

World War fueled economic growth in Southern Europe but also raised territorial and social divides among 

Southern European countries and continental Europe and among Southern European countries themselves 

(Sapelli, 2014). Especially in the last three decades, unsolved problems fueled a “process of modernization 

without development” in the whole area, mainly characterized by the “lack of relationship between economic 
growth and political institutionalization” (ibidem, p.1). Finally, during the last decade, Southern European 

countries “have been the most hit by the crisis and in response have cut social spending, among others, leading 

to increased inequality with many citizens still fearing that worse is to come” (Bughin, Pissarides, 2019).   
In this scenario, SSE institutions might play a major role in fostering socio-economic resilience and in 

narrowing the wide territorial and social divides with the rest of Europe and within the region itself. 
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Instrumentally, the SSE might contribute to increase the sustainability of public finances and factor 

productivity both in Italy and in the Balkans, while allowing to achieve a more equitable and sustainable level 

of wellbeing. Third, the empowerment of the SSE in Southern Europe might allow policymakers to cope with 

the increasing citizens' distrust in public institutions, fostering democracy and bottom-up approaches to the 

main social and territorial problems on the agenda. 

  

4.4. The SSE in Italy   

The social and territorial imbalances between the South and the Centre-North of Italy can be traced back 

to the Italian unification during the second half of the XIX century. During the last decade, the Great Recession 

initiated in 2008 exacerbated the process of divergence between the two macro-regions, generating 

differentiated impacts both at the territorial and social level, with an unequal burden of the crisis charged on 

the South. Furthermore, the process of fiscal federalism initiated in 2001 and the austerity measures that 

followed the sovereign debt crisis, while restructuring the macroeconomic scenario, reinforced the existing 

territorial and social disparities.  

On the other hand, it is worth noting that the SSE in Italy has an outstanding tradition (Carrera, 

Meneguzzo, Messina, 2007), and its empowerment can find a legal legitimation and recognition in several 

articles of the Italian Constitution. Indeed, the empowerment of the SSE in Italy might contribute to narrow 

most of the social and territorial imbalances that still affect the country. Instrumentally, SSE institutions might 

increase workers' wellbeing and productivity, contributing to revitalize the economy and to foster a just 

transition toward sustainable development through a bottom-up approach. 

At the political level, the empowerment of the SSE might contribute to promote democratic instances of 

inclusion and equal opportunities and to increase citizens' trust in public institutions. Finally, the SSE might 

compensate for the lack of technological innovation by fostering technological transfer from research centers 

and universities, by offering workers a capability-enhancing workplace (Viganò, Salustri, 2015) that could be 
used to achieve new skills and competences, and by promoting a process of reterritorialization and relocation 

coherent with the global trends.   

  

4.5. Regional and local development in Italy: the case of Lazio   

The Lazio Region has been interested in intense urban development, mainly related to Rome's urban 

sprawl, therefore often unregulated and not supported by the effective supply of public utilities. Furthermore, 

the built environment expansion has continued despite the loss of important natural and archaeological areas, 

reducing the current fruition of natural and cultural heritage and its availability for future generations. 

Moreover, the number of rural and peri-urban dwellers has consistently been increasing over the last decades, 

raising both the number of commuters and commuting distance between the place of residence and workplace, 

therefore alimenting new poverties related to lack of social capital, public services, and infrastructures. Indeed, 

many people in Rome are poor even if they have jobs, as their wage net of distance costs might not allow 

covering a decent standard of living, and because free time net of commuting and other incumbencies related 

to social and territorial distances might be insufficient to achieve a decent level of individual care, to cultivate 

social relations and to guarantee freedom of choice. Finally, the management of the regional natural parks and 

urban green areas has often shown to be ineffective due to a lack of financial resources and of sound programs 

and plans. 

The issues considered are only one part of the problems afflicting the Lazio Region (for example, they 

only partially include social issues). However, they might be considered an important field of activity in which 

SSE institutions located in the region might increase their involvement, especially considering that Rome’s 
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municipal and metropolitan policies almost overlap with regional policies, therefore excluding substantial 

interventions outside the Metropolitan borders. While advocating the empowerment of SSE institutions, it is 

worth mentioning that the Municipality of Rome is still recovering from “Mafia Capitale”5, and this evidence 

may constitute a case study for comparison with the positive action of many SSE institutions operating within 

the Region to discuss “without romanticizing” the role of the SSE in implementing the SDGs in local settings.   

  

5. Concluding remarks   

This paper supports the thesis that SSE institutions can facilitate the implementation of the SDGs, 

especially in local settings characterized by not-negligible distance costs of territorial and social nature. Indeed, 

territorial and social imbalances might discourage the actions of both profit-oriented firms and public 

institutions, while providing robust incentives for people’s involvement in philanthropic and social initiatives. 
Therefore, SSE institutions can be empowered by public and private entities to pursue goals of common interest 

every time the entitled public institutions are unable to achieve their mission or when no institution is entitled 

to accomplish a goal that a community has a reason to consider valuable. 

In fact, SSE institutions can foster (through a bottom-up approach) the achievement of decent work and 

economic growth, implicitly and explicitly advocating inclusiveness, pluralism, democracy, and equal 

opportunities. These issues are of the utmost importance in all those settings where territorial imbalances, 

social inequalities, and new and old forms of poverty might fuel citizens' distrust in state and market 

institutions. However, while fostering the involvement of SSE institutions in the implementation of the SDGs 

in local settings, it is also worth noting that more attention should be paid to the political, economic and social 

factors that might determine their instrumentalization for legal or illegal purposes, and/or the dilution of their 

intrinsic political and ethical roots. 

Nevertheless, in the case of instrumentalization and isomorphism SSE institutions might achieve results 

aligned to their intrinsic purposes or at least valuable to other institutional actors. Also, it is worth noting how 

the risks of instrumentalization and isomorphism are inherent in every institutional form and every form of 

institutional cooperation. Therefore, rather than assessing the effectiveness of interinstitutional cooperation, 

this research suggests focusing on intrinsic motivations that might justify the implementation of a strategy 

based on the empowerment of SSE institutions, as instrumentalization and isomorphism can be easily detected 

ex-post or ex-ante in all those cases where such motivations are absent or diluted. 

Furthermore, it is worth mentioning how considering the SSE as a mean of implementation of the SDGs 

and enabling the SSE through public policy and market access are distinct concepts, even if with some 

overlapping elements. In fact, the rationale for solidarity and social action should be found in the incentives 

provided by social and territorial fringes to a voluntary and collective action aimed at satisfying basic needs, 

increasing wellbeing and agency, creating jobs, and advocating a transformative change toward sustainable 

development. Public policies and improved market access might foster and support this process but should not 

dilute people's intrinsic motivation, i.e. incentives might be used to scale up successful initiatives but should 

not constitute themselves a reason for SSE institutions to exist. 

Finally, it seems difficult to identify universal rules to empower SSE institutions in a specific context. 

Indeed, the mix of public and private policies might need to vary according to the social and territorial context, 

to the consistency of the SSE, and to the geographical scale adopted. Based on these premises, this research 

has identified several geographical contexts in which the SSE might have a pivotal role in fostering the 

 
5 Mafia Capitale has been depicted as a government structure of a stable and organized system of informal and illegal relations, 

exploiting a wide array of inputs to guarantee the accomplishment of illegal agreements, directing a wide network of illegal exchanges 

based on corrupting practices and involving also the political system (Vannucci, 2019).  
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implementation of the SDGs. Here is worth mentioning how the public sector, when the gap between the 

available resources and the programmed goals is too wide, rather than operating in deficit should endeavor to 

improve the dialogue with the SSE to implement a joint action aimed at increasing people’s wellbeing and 
improving territorial cohesion. Similarly, market actors, when the incidence of distance costs over total costs 

is high, might develop actions in close cooperation with SSE institutions to narrow the existing social and 

territorial divides. 

Lying on these assumptions, further research might be devoted to analyzing more in-depth the informal 

connections among environmental degradation and crimes, illicit and illegal activities determining the 

emergence of a “grey area” between the legal (and sustainable) economy and the organized (unsustainable) 

crime. According to this perspective, the role of the SSE might be of the utmost importance in recreating a 

dialogue with the grey area, even at a cost of a certain number of failures, as the major risk is that of leaving 

its government to illegal and criminal powers, depriving a wide share of population of the necessary 

institutional context to look favourably at a structural change toward sustainable development. Solidarity and 

civic engagement are, indeed, intrinsic purposes of SSE institutions, as their mandate implicitly includes the 

enlargement of the public sphere and the contribution to a process of socioeconomic integration and democratic 

development. Furthermore, by contributing to the widespread availability of welfare services, the third sector 

might contribute to eradicating old and new poverties while creating new opportunities for employment and 

economic development. Finally, SSE institutions might foster a process of identification and exploitation of 

territorial capital within public and private economic initiatives of the legal economy, therefore fostering a 

self-reinforcing process of structural change toward sustainable development, independently from the initial 

level of territorial and social development.  

Also, further research might be devoted to analyzing more in-depth the optimality of the welfare mix 

provided by SSE institutions, market institutions (firms and financial intermediaries), and the public sector. 

As already mentioned in recent research (Salustri, Viganò, 2019), while agreeing on the Pareto-optimality of 

a comprehensive welfare state, its implementation seems unfeasible in countries, such as Italy, affected by a 

high and unsustainable public debt, low or even negative GDP growth rates and stagnant labour productivity. 

Within this discouraging scenario, the Pareto-optimal scenarios are too far to be achieved in the short run. 

Rather, the tradeoff is between raising the level of current welfare at the cost of a higher public deficit and 

fostering the empowerment of SSE institutions to raise civic engagement and identify and exploit untapped 

social and territorial resources. While the two measures seem to pursue the same goal, in a context of low GDP 

growth and stagnant productivity, the former raises public debt and interests to be paid in the future at the cost 

of lower public welfare, while the latter provides an opportunity to move toward the welfare-efficiency Pareto-

optimal frontier by cutting public expenditure (achieving sound public finances) and/or by reducing taxes 

(fostering economic growth) (Salustri, Viganò, 2019). 
Moreover, further research should be devoted to framing the role of SSE institutions within mainstream 

economic theory. Indeed, environmental economics widely discussed how negative externalities determine an 

excessive level of market exchanges, potentially determining the overexploitation of resources, while positive 

externalities activate the opposite process. The existence of market failures related, rather than to the use of 

market power, to the externalities of the exchange process (and of production and consumption processes) on 

the socio-economic and environmental context has already being investigated within the public economics 

framework in terms of merit and demerit goods, but also within evaluation theories in terms of primary and 

secondary (economic) value of the objects analyzed. By recognizing that the total value of an entity might 

overcome or being underestimated by its economic value as the latter does not include its non-monetary and 

its intrinsic value, a wide field of analysis emerges in which SSE institutions, due to their focus on several non-

economic instances, might play a pivotal role in assessing the non-monetary dimension of the phenomena 
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under inquiry. Instrumentally, SSE institutions might play a relevant role in guaranteeing the efficiency of 

market-clearing by identifying positive and negative externalities affecting the exchange process, also 

contributing to the achievement of more sustainable consumption and production patterns (Goal 12). 

 

6. Acknowledgments 

I am deeply grateful to Federica Viganò for the fruitful research activity jointly. Special thanks go to 

UNRISD’s reviewers and to the REASER anonymous referees whose comments greatly helped to enhance the 

quality of the paper. 

 

7. References  

[1] ASVIS. L’Italia e gli Obiettivi di Sviluppo Sostenibile. Rapporto ASVIS 2018. Editron: Roma, Italy, 2018.  

[2] L. Becchetti, L. Bruni, and S. Zamagni. Human values, civil economy, and subjective well-being. In Vv. Aa., World 

happiness report 2015: pp. 132-151.  

[3] P. Bance. Providing public goods and commons. Towards coproduction and new forms of governance for a revival 

of public action. Vol. 1. CIRIEC-Université de Liège, 2018.  

[4] J. Bughin, and C. Pissarides. Testing the resilience of Europe’s inclusive growth model. Vox CEPR Policy Portal, 

2019. Available at https://voxeu.org/article/testing-resilience-europe-s-inclusive-growth-model  

[5] D. Carrera, M. Meneguzzo, and A. Messina. Solidarity-based Economy in Italy. Practices for Social Entrepreneurship 

and Local Development: the Experience of Rome. Socioeco.org, 2007. Available at 

http://base.socioeco.org/docs/solidarity_based_economy_in_italy._dario_carrera_et_al.pdf   

[6] CIRIEC. The Social Economy in the European Union. EESC Visits and Publication Unit: Bruxelles, Belgium, 2007. 

Available at: https://www.eesc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/resources/docs/eesc-2007-11-en.pdf  

[7] V. Cocco, S. Nardo and A. Salustri. Una strategia turistica per Pastena (Lazio): sostenibilità, imprenditorialità, 
reticolarità. In G. Cavuta, and F. Ferrari (edited by), Turismo e aree interne. Esperienze, strategie, visioni. Aracne: 

Roma, Italy (2018): pp. 237-251. DOI: 10.4399/978882551918113.   

[8] R. A. Easterlin. Does economic growth improve the human lot? Some empirical evidence. Nations and households 

in economic growth, 1974: 89-125.  

[9] E. Giovannini. L’utopia sostenibile. Laterza: Roma, Italy, 2018.  

[10] I. A. Horodnic, and C.C. Williams. Does Trust Prevent Undeclared Work? An Evaluation of the Social Actor 

Approach. SSRN Papers, 2018.  

[11] C. Horwood, and T. Reitano. A Perfect Storm? Forces shaping modern migration and displacement. Regional Mixed 

Migration Secretariat (RMMS), 2016.  

[12] ILO. Guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies for all. ILO 

website, 2015. Available at: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/greenjobs/publications/WCMS_432859/lang--

en/index.htm   

[13] JTC. Just Transition. A Report for the OECD. OECD portal, 2017. Available at 

http://www.oecd.org/environment/cc/g20-climate/collapsecontents/Just-Transition-Centrereport-just-transition.pdf   

[14] OECD. Eco-efficiency. OECD Publications: Paris, France, 1998.  

[15] K. Raworth. Doughnut economics: seven ways to think like a 21st-century economist. Chelsea Green Publishing, 

2017.  

mailto:editors@reaser.eu


 

ISSN: 2247-6172, ISSN - L: 2247-6172 

Review of Applied Socio- Economic Research      

(Volume 18, Issue 2/ 2019), pp. 104-117      

URL: http://www.reaser.eu      

e-mail: editors@reaser.eu      
 

116 

[16] T. Reitano. A Perilous but Profitable Crossing: The Changing Nature of Migrant Smuggling through sub-Saharan 

Africa to Europe and EU Migration Policy (2012-2015). The European Review of Organised Crime 2 (1): 1-23.  

[17] T. Reitano, L. Adal, and M. Shaw. Smuggled Futures: The dangerous path of the migrant from Africa to Europe. 

Report of the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, Geneva, 2014.  

[18] A. Salustri. Geopolitica e disuguaglianze nella regione EU-MENA: stabilizzazione o integrazione?, Memorie 

Geografiche, nuova serie, n.18, forthcoming.  

[19] A. Salustri. Rome’s local public transport system: how to trigger a resilient transformation toward sustainability?, 
Documenti geografici, 1, 2019: 95-128, http://www.documentigeografici.it. 

[20] A. Salustri. The UN 2030 Agenda and Social and Solidarity Economy: Toward a Structural Change? UN-TFSSE 

Knowledge hub draft paper, 2019. Available at: http://unsse.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/07/272_Salustri_Agenda-2030-and-SSE-Structural-Change-_En.pdf 

[21] A. Salustri. Migrazioni ed innovazione nella regione EU-MENA. In Vv. Aa., Atti del XXXII Congresso Geografico 
Italiano, L’apporto della geografia tra rivoluzioni e riforme, AGEI, 2019.  

[22] A. Salustri. Il turismo come leva per il finanziamento delle politiche di welfare: un’opportunità per ridurre le 
distanze?, Memorie Geografiche nuova serie, 2018: 841-847.  

[23] A. Salustri. Lo sviluppo sostenibile ad un bivio: post-verità o resilienza trasformativa?, Documenti geografici 1/2018: 

161-164.  

[24] A. Salustri. Flussi migratori e processi di innovazione nella regione EU-MENA, Memorie Geografiche nuova serie, 

2017: 775-781. 

[25] A. Salustri. Pratiche di volontariato nella gestione e manutenzione del verde urbano: un caso di studio a Roma 

Capitale, Memorie Geografiche nuova serie, 14, 2016: 207-213.  

[26] A. Salustri. Crisi economica e resilienza culturale: paesaggio, benessere equo e sostenibile, partecipazione, Memorie 

Geografiche nuova serie, 12: 41-45. 

[27] A. Salustri, D. Miotti and G. Miotti. Domanda ed offerta di sviluppo sostenibile: verso un modello di governance 

condiviso?, XXXIX AISRe Scientific Conference, 2018. Available at: 

https://www.aisre.it/images/aisre/5b990dde94fdb4.38559089/Salustri1_.pdf   

[28] A. Salustri and G. Miotti. Pubblica amministrazione e Sud: i nuovi contenuti del divario, Rivista Economica del 

Mezzogiorno, n.4/2013, Il Mulino, Bologna, 2015.  

[29] A. Salustri and F. Viganò. Partnering with Civil Society Organizations. The Contribute of Volunteers and Not for 

Profit Organizations in the Provision of Welfare Services, CIRIEC working paper n. 2019/10. 

[30] A. Salustri, and F. Viganò. The non-profit sector as a foundation for the interaction among the social economy, the 

public sector and the market. MPRA working paper n. 78113, 2017.  

[31] A. Salustri, and F. Viganò. The contribution of the non-profit sector in narrowing spatial inequalities: Four cases of 

inter-institutional cooperation in Italy. In P. Bance, et al. (eds.). Providing public goods and commons. Towards 

coproduction and new forms of governance for a revival of public action. Vol. 1. CIRIEC-Université de Liège, 2018.  

[32] G. Sapelli. Southern Europe: Politics, Society and Economics Since 1945. Routledge, 2014.  

[33] M. Shaw, T. Reitano, and Sahara Knowledge Exchange. The political economy of trafficking and trade in the Sahara: 

Instability and opportunities. Sahara Knowledge Exchange Paper, Washington, DC, World Bank, 2014.  

[34] UNFCCC. Just Transition of the Workforce, and the Creation of Decent Work and Quality Jobs. UNFCCC website, 

2016. Available at: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Just%20transition.pdf    

mailto:editors@reaser.eu
http://www.documentigeografici.it/
http://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/272_Salustri_Agenda-2030-and-SSE-Structural-Change-_En.pdf
http://unsse.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/272_Salustri_Agenda-2030-and-SSE-Structural-Change-_En.pdf


 

ISSN: 2247-6172, ISSN - L: 2247-6172 

Review of Applied Socio- Economic Research      

(Volume 18, Issue 2/ 2019), pp. 104-117      

URL: http://www.reaser.eu      

e-mail: editors@reaser.eu      
 

117 

[35] UN-TFSSE. Social and Solidarity Economy and the Challenge of Sustainable Development. UNRISD website, 2014. 

Available at: http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/(httpPublications)/4FB6A60F1DBA5995C125 

7D1C003DAA2A   

[36] P. Utting. Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals through Social and Solidarity Economy: incremental versus 

transformative change. UN-TFSSE Knowledge hub working paper, 2018. Available at: 

http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/search/DCE7DAC6D248B0C1C1258279004D 

E587?OpenDocument    

[37] A. Vannucci. Tra area grigia e «mondo di mezzo»: anatomia di Mafia Capitale. Meridiana, 87: 41-63. 

[38] F. Viganò, and A. Salustri. Matching Profits and Non-profit Needs: how NPOs and Cooperatives contribute to growth 

in time of crisis. A quantitative approach. Annals of Public and Cooperative Economics 86 (1): 157-178.  

[39] C. C. Williams, and I. A. Horodnic. Who Participates in Undeclared Work in the European Union? Toward a 

Reinforced Marginalization Perspective. International Journal of Sociology 47 (2): 99-115. 

 

 

____________________________________ 

Manuscript received: 16.10.2019 

Manuscript received in revised form: 17.11.2019 

Manuscript accepted: 18.11.2019 

 

mailto:editors@reaser.eu

